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Elegy for John Donne: For
the Bearded Guy
Margaret B. Young

Because my folks were hippies,
rebellion for me was hard. Mom and Dad gave us freedom. I wanted
rules, walls. I felt like a tennis ball sailing into space with nothing
to block its flight.
The only way I could get at Mom was talking with my mouth
full. Dad's vulnerable spot was even harder to reach: contemporary
criticism. Most of my life I was free and frustrated. On my
eighteenth birthday, I rebelled.
It hurts to remember this. Everyone does it, I guess-steps out
of sync with their mentors, starts a new life-but that breaking away,
it lacerates.
If you want the details of my rebellion, I will say that it started
with a bagel. A bagel and cream cheese, which I ate with my mouth
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open as Mom watched and grimaced. I announced through the
goop of what I had just chewed that I didn't want to protest the MX.
No big deal, except Mom and Dad had just offered me that
glittery sign you've probably seen-the one with the words
"Make a beautiful future." Marching around with all you guys, Dad's
students, singing "We Shall Overcome''----it was to have been my
rite de passsage. They were offering me their legacy, and I said,
"Naah. Signs are meaningless."
Did you know my father's middle name was Edgar, not Donne?
He called himself John Donne out of love. It wasn't legal, but he
wasn't one to give a damn about the intricacies of law.
So,John Donne stood there, gawking. He said, "What? What do
you mean?" His voice was soft. It was always soft. He used
to say-did he say it to you too?--.-:a soft voice is an excellent
thing in a person.' He asked me what I meant by all this. I
said, "I don't."
"Oh hell," he said, drawing it out like Lucifer. "You're not
becoming a contemporary, Miranda.''
"I'm of age;' I said.
"So. You're getting into minimalism, then?" He smiled. That is
the image I remember best: him smiling as I tried to secede. That
smile, and the one he wore soon after-the one you have on your
lapel-haunt me to this day.
I shrugged, eating.
"And deconstruction?" His mouth hardly moved. The silver hairs
in his beard glinted.
I said, "What it boils down to is this: I'm not much like you,
John Donne." An awful irony, since my nickname was "Mirror."
I said to him, "You ride oxymorons and take baths in modifiers."
I hate to remember those words, so poetic, so venegeful. Like there
was cause to crucify him for his passion.
He leaned forward. He invaded my space. He said what he always
said when I was wicked: "Is it attention you need?"
"No, not attention.''
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"You're wearing a lot of eye make-up, Miranda;' he said.
"Why do you do that? Your real eyes are so beautiful."
I rolled them into my head, showed him just the whites. I told
him make-up was all there was.
"Why do you do these things?" He coughed.
I rolled my eyes again. He kept coughing. He said, "What you
need is meaning in your life, Mirror. Some appreciation of reality.
What you ought to do is watch somebody die." He was choking
on his breaths. "You ought to take notes on death. You see death
close up and~'
"Oh John," said my mother, in that gentle, that hippie voice she
has, the voice you can imagine seducing a soldier as she fills his
rifle with daisies. You can picture it, can't you: my mother cooing,
"Oh John. Oh John. Oh John, you're sounding so ominous." Hell,
but it's pathetic.
John Donne pointed his finger at my dripping cream cheese.
He coughed until his face went blue. Mom embraced him and
slapped his back. I took another bite of bagel like that was all
there was.
So. That's where it began.
Did you do such things to your makers? Did you bite them or
kill them in any way? Are you sorry?
What he had, of course, was lung cancer.
I see him smile How can I help but see him smile? You're wearing
his smile. I see him saying "Deconstruction?" like an invitation.
I imagined a black metastasis, spreading from the word itself.
He did smoke five packs a week, but he never coughed so
violently until that day. Then the coughing never quit.
The next few months were full of tests and radiation. He lost
his hair and his beard. You saw. He said in his hospital bed,
"A hundred miles from Hiroshima, people went through this. Take
a picture of me, Annie. Use it at the Three Mile Island thing."
A man for his causes to the end.
Mom said, 'John, are you sure that's what you want?"
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Dad sat up. He smiled like a lunatic-isn't that a lunatic's
smile?-as Mom flashed the bulb. He said, "Lights!"
He was in that room for three weeks before they let him out.
At home, Mom hardly left his side. She read him the real John
Donne's sonnets; he told her what they meant. In my bed I could
hear her: "Oh John, how can anything be so beautiful?" "Oh John,
if the world appreciated these words. There would be less grief."
"Oh John, this is so true." Eventually, she was not only reading
sonnets but making Latter-day Saint prayers.
She hadn't been a practicing Mormon since she and Dad had
shacked up in the Peace Haven commune. But fear has a way of
changing people back to babies.
I had the fear too, though I didn't revert or pray. What I did was
buy a notebook. Out of guilt or out of curiosity, I was following
Dad's suggestion. Taking notes on death. You see it here. You see
how carefully it is written, how thorough, how finite. My journal
of his death.
The first five pages are from Dad. This one here: "It hurts to
cough:' He was only a little ways into the cancer then. Maybe he was
still teaching you. He'd save up his pain as he taught his classes, then
he'd cough into a little blue bucket at home. He'd cough up blood at
times, and brown slime that seemed to belong inside a frog. This
one: "I would like to be drunk" was after a morning of having tubes
shoved down his throat. And here: "Who invented this disease?" is
a damn good question, I think. "Give me fermented blood:' "Pain:'
Do the words look angry to you? To me they look normal in
excess. This notebook looks to me like some teenager's diary, a
bunch of quotable quotes. I wrote as though I felt nothing. I could
never stay with him long. I started crying over things like runs in
my nylons and lost lipstick.
Mom told him one morning he should Mormonize with her.
Just in case.
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"In case of what?" he said. It's written here, but I couldn't write
his strangled breath. You can read the words though, and you can
imagine. "In case of what? Fire?"
Mom said this: "God."
Don't you love her voice? She can say words like "God" and
"beautiful" and they sound perfect. When I say "God" it's like
I've stubbed my toe or I'm desperate.
John Donne said-read with me_____:'Hold my feet, Annie. They
hurt." He turned to me. "Mirror, what are you jotting?"
My response isn't written here, but I said I was making
sonnets.
"What kind?"
"Petrarchan."
"Any good?"
Do you know what I said to that? Do you know how I replied?
"They're coming apart in my hands;' I said, meaning it as a joke.
You know as well as I do how cruel that was.
He said, "Don't."
I apologized and left. I rode my bike for an hour, sobbing over
chuckholes. It seemed to me the earth was opening up everywhere,
waiting for us to fall in. The earth was coming apart. "Coming
apart in my hands."
He peed into the bathtub once. The chemicals he was taking
had messed up his brain. He knew he needed to be in the bathroom
to answer the call, but couldn' t remember just where. I wrote this
down here. How the urine looked dripping down his thighs, and
how confused his face was. He said, "Mirror, you're writing?" He
looked infantile without his hair. "Help me;' he said. "This isn't
where I'm supposed to be."
I sponged him down. I dressed him. He said, "Is what you're
writing about me?"
I told him I didn't know that yet, and put the notebook in my
pocket.
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As I helped him back to bed, he said, "Mirror, something's
different. What?"
He had noticed my hair. I told him not to talk. I told him he
was too weak to talk.
I didn't write the rest of the conversation, but I recall he asked if
I had bleached my hair. I said I had just wanted to know how it was.
"Now you know;' he said.
Maybe you saw my hair without pigment. I liked it at first. You
know me. Any change will do. Now, when I see pictures of my
whitened self, I look faded.
I looked faded to John Donne. He told me my hair was sick. I
said to him, "You shouldn't talk."
I helped him between his sheets. He held onto my face. He saidand he was right~'You're too damn glib:' He closed his eyes then
talked about religion-Mom's, this time. Mormonism.
I laughed. I made this entry in my journal: "GETTING RELIGION!!!"
and he knew what I was doing. His eyes opened part way. He lifted
his hand. "It is about me, isn't it;' he said.
I told him to ask me no questions and I would tell him no lies.
But you know what I wanted to do, don't you. What I wanted to
say.John Donne knew as well. His arms stretched to me. When he
took my hands in his, my notebook was between my palms like a
prayer-script. He asked me, pleaded with me, to wash my face, to
take off the liner. Then he slept.
I stroked his forehead, put my hands around his bald chin, my
head on his chest.
When he awoke a few minutes later, he wove his fingers through
my hair. "Are you grieving?" he said. This I didn't-couldn't write.
He was inside me. I couldn't write him out. I asked if he had slept
well, and what he was thinking.
His answer was this: "'Batter my heart, three-person'd God."'
You must know that sonnet. He teaches it in every class. Me, I've
heard it since I was five. But the context, him contemplating
Mormoness, the context changed it all. I could have repeated the
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sonnet with him, I know it by rote, but I kept thinking Mormons.
I asked him if he planned on buying a suit and a name tag like
the missionaries.
"Your mother might buy me a suit;' he said. 'John Donne became
a priest. Dean of Saint Paul's Cathedral, you know."
I knew.
"He had his portrait painted in burial clothes. What a guy!" He
gave two little coughs, closed his eyes, drew his feet into his chest,
moved his mouth like he was sucking air.
The doctors gave up a month later and let him come back to
his undrugged senses. Without hope, there was no reason to
torment his brain. No need to drag it on. What was happening,
they told us in their office, was this: The brain was sending impulses
which were getting waylaid and lost before they could be
interpreted. "What you have here;' said one of them, "is a bunch
of words with no readers. The hand doesn't know what the foot
is doing. Do you understand?"
I said-oh listen to this one~'He's deconstructing."
Mom said, "Will he understand himself again without the drugs?"
"Somewhat," said the doctor. "He'll need oxygen too." He gave
a few technical explanations of cancer, shook our hands and left.
Mom watched the door close, then stood very still, staring at it.
She invited her missionaries the next week. By their fourth visit,
the drugs had worn off enough that Dad knew who they were.
He'd say something like, "Well if it isn't the Elders. " (Cough)
"Welcome to my pad."
Once, they told him about the pre-existence, when God's children
had a war over the principle of free agency.John Donne, coughing,
said, "I've taught Milton. You think I don't know this stuff?"
The missionaries started talking about truth and faith and
eternity. John Donne sucked it all in like oxygen. He said, "I'm a
sick man." They dripped olive oil on his head and spread their
hands over it as though to contain the drizzle. One yellow drop
curled around his forehead lines and into the corner of his eye
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while the Elders blessed him. When their prayer was fininshed,
Dad put his own hands over theirs and kept them on his fuzzy scalp.
The missionaries stood looking at each other, looking at Dad. I
wrote that they were awkward boys who didn't understand the power
of their faith.
"That's all there is," said one of them, slipping his fingers from
John Donne's need.
Dad wiped the oil from his eye. He said, "All right. I'll do it. I'll
repent of brandy and coffee:'
"You'll be baptized?" said the second elder, his hands still under
Dad's.
"Yes."
They set the date two weeks away.
The next night, you all came, ready to protest Three Mile Island
on the anniversary of its accident. You all had copies of this photo:
Dad grinning from his hospital bed. Most of you were wearing little
badges printed with his face. A couple of you had full-blown, postersized placards. Did you have one of those? I think you did.
I remember, when I saw you at first with that red and orange
beard-the kind dad used to have-I felt attracted. You didn't notice
me. Do you recall what you said? The script is here if you've
forgotten. "We want you to go with us to the site,'' you said. All
those photo badges, those placards with John Donne's gaunt face,
all your signs were a tribute, you told him.
Dad said, "It's hard to move."
You said, "You're our symbol."
Dad said, "What is it you mean?" He made a deep cough. You
could hear it slide up the slime of his lung walls.
You said, "Prof?"
He said, "You want me, or that?" He waved at the placard and
cringed. "Look at me;• he said. You remember how it was.
I was writing the words, but not thinking about them. I was
remembering, instead, pictures of things past: The Peace Haven
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commune. Teenaged girls with naked breasts, swinging their hair
to Bob Dylan. Smells of dusty rose incense, burnt bananas, pot.
Mom and Dad getting married in the strawberry patch, wearing
muslin robes and daisy garlands. Dad lifting me up, holding me
above his head, letting me steal his daisies, letting me bite his beard.
These words: I'm getting baptized. I figured-God.
We had a goldfish at the commune. It used to seek out fishflakes
with its mouth open wide, as though the food could be inhaled.
When it died, its mouth was open still
These words: "He felt this way too." (Breath) "Seeing himself'
(Breath) "shrouded. You've seen my portrait."
You said, "Excuse me, Prof?"
"John Donne in a shroud." (Breath) "I showed it in Renaissance
Lit. A knot of cloth over his head:' (Breath) "Morbid son of a bitch:'
"Mormon?"
'John Donne undone."
"Right."
Is this familiar to you? Is this taking you back? It takes me further.
Mom and Dad used to talk to each other, late at night, usually
about the Renaissance. Mom would drink warm milk and honey;
Dad would sip his brandy. I would be listening from my room. Once
he read to her Spenser's Epithalamion. There was a rustle of clothing
and silence when he finished.
These words: "So. Well-God-what do you want?"
You said, "You're talking to me, Prof?"
"Yes."
In Middle School, when I read Rumblefish, Dad demanded equal
time and gave me New Atlantis. He would read me The Tempest or
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King Lear for my bedtime stories, then kiss my forehead and say
angels would bear me to rest. His beard was orange and brown
then-just like yours. He never talked about his own parents. I met
them only once.

These words: "You want me in person, or that?"
What was the cliche beneath the placard of his face? "Is this our
future?" Right? Who thought of that one?
You said-right here~'Prof, if you're strong enough, we want
you. Hell, Prof, we'll carry you there."
(Two coughs. A laugh. Dad's voice hoarse. Everybody leaning
into him.)
"Yes;' he says. "Let me be Radiation Man."
'John;' says my mother-and she's hating you for straining his
life~John, no:'
He says, "Annie, I'm drowning:'
I used shorthand. When you all went into the front room to let
him dress, I was still writing.
"Staying or going?" he asked.
I looked at him.
"You're in the doorway, Miranda." He could only get out seven
words at a time. I counted.
"Oh," I said. "Sorry."
"Come." (Breath) "Help. Ever see a chest this thin?"
"Not on you,John Donne:' I put my notebook away and helped
him out of bed. He held onto my shoulders and sat on the mattress.
I knelt under his pressure. His hands moved to my head. I was
Cordelia getting her father's blessing in the Reconciliation.
"Miranda;' he said, stroking my hair. "Brave new world: '
"Brave. New:'
"You understand the allusion?"
"Are you being elusive, John Donne?" (Oh, if I could erase!)
He cupped my face in his hands. "Why?" he said.
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I told him I was sorry. I had meant it as a joke. Everyone was
sordid these days. Where, I asked him, where did I get the mean
streak?
"Do you understand? " (Cough) "The Tempest."
I understood.
"My magic fades. Everything-" (Breath) "You're still painting
your eyes."
"Sorry. I'm sorry. It's just-I'm self.conscious without the liner
now. My lashes are blonde."
" Mine were blonde-when I had them:' (Breath) "I didn't lose
love:'
"Without mascara;' I said, "my eyes vanish."
"No," he said. "Not your eyes."
"They do,John Donne. Without make-up you wouldn't know me:'
He laughed into a spasm of coughing. Mom came in, closed the
door behind her.
"Annie;' he said. "I'm okay."
"You're upset, aren't you, John. It was that picture. I couldn't
believe it. Everyone coming in here holding that picture like
an icon. You don't look that bad. It was the hospital lighting.
I never should have taken that picture. You shouldn't have made
me take it."
"Forgive: '
"But it's a lie. You don't look like that at all. Your hair's coming back. You're filling out. And what I think is this: God's going
to heal you. I've been talking to Him, praying. God knows us,John.
He's going to save you."
"Button my shirt, Annie?"
"I know God. He won't take you until you're ready. You shouldn't
think about that picture."
"You going with us, Mirror?" Dad said. "To Three Mile? Spare
the time?"
"I guess I can:'
"For me: no make-up:'
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"Dad___:'
"For me:'
I told him then that I liked you. I called you "the guy with
the beard:'
He said you'd appreciate me better without. Is that true? I
wanted lashes you could see.
"For me?" he said, and I promised.
Mom helped him stand. She held his shoulders-from behind.
I lifted one of his feet at a time and got his pants on him.
Mom zipped him up and lowered him back to the bed. She
told him he'd better rest a bit; she'd give the students camomile tea.
She blew him a kiss from the door, her air-flow long and
steady.
I took out my notebook.
"Please," Dad said. "Wash your face before."
There was a bowl of water on the dresser. Mom used it to give
him sponge baths. I soaped a wash rag, scrubbed my face, and
turned to him.
"Let me look at you:'
"Don't talk;' I told him.
"What will you write if I don't talk?" (Gasping.)
"Petrachan sonnets."
"Let me look at you;' he said.
"Let me look at you;' I said back.
"Mirror:' His voice was gone. He stroked my face, touched
my nose with his forefinger, pretended he was rocking a baby.
He pointed to the baby's eyes, then pointed to mine. With
his mouth, but no breath, he made his favorite word: "Beautiful."
I kissed his forehead. He brought both his arms around my
head and held it, cradled in his neck. He rocked me. I remembered
Beatles songs, Joan Baez songs, Bob Dylan songs I had forgotten
I ever knew. I remembered that at the commune, my name
had been Free Sunshine.
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When we left the commune I became Miranda; Dad became
John Donne.
After a long hug, he released me and slept. Teacups were
clinking in the other room. You guys were leaving without
him. I guess Mom told you to. And finally, the missionaries came,
gave him another blessing, left too.
Mom sat beside him on the bed. She told me her prediction:
"What will happen is this: God will let him go the limit, and then
He'll send an angel or some other healing. Maybe the moment
he's baptized, God will heal him. And then God will use him as
a testimony of the truth, for others to see. Maybe your father will
become an apostle or a prophet, I wouldn't be surprised. He has
earned a better end than this."
"No;• I said.
Then she yelled at me. I had never heard her yell. She said,
"Oh you have no faith, Miranda. And right now, when we
need your faith, when we need you to be grounded! How can you?"
I told her to just look at him. I told her I wanted it over.
She looked at me instead, and said, "I see your eyes."
"I undid them. For him. Last request."
"Will you shut up with the 'last request' crap?" she said, and then
repented fast. She put her hands around my fists. "Mirror," she
said, "I didn't mean it. I'm sorry. Listen, now. I want you to
take Dad's left hand in yours. Now take my hand with your right
one. We're going to send him our vibes. We're going to think about
Jesus. Are you thinking about Jesus?
'Jesus wants Dad for a sunbeam."
"Oh please, Miranda. This is no joke:'
"I can see that."
'Jesus. Jesus. Jesus."
I undid my hand from hers. "Mom;' I said, "No."
John Donne stirred, opened his eyes. He drew another awful
breath. He said, "So:' His voice a thread.
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I energized the word for him~'So'!__as though my sound were life.
"So. 'To be, or not to be."'
"That is the question___!_' I said, and he cut me off.
"There is such a difference!"
Mom wanted to baptize him right then. She wanted to phone
the missionaries and get special permission to use the bathtub.
John Donne said, "I'm getting baptized," (Breath) "inside."
"Oh John." This was Mom.
"Will you buy me a suit?"
"Do you want one?" Mom again.
"No. Jeans. Annie."
"I'm here."
"Remember? 'I am a rock. I am an island."'
'John, no man is an island," she said.
"And a rock feels no pain." (Breath) "An island"(Breath) "never
. "
cnes.

'J o h n."
"Simon and Garfunkel."
"I know. I know."
"Annie, do you understand me?"
"Do I?"
"Do you believe, Annie?"
"God, please come now;' Mom said. "Please, God. Heal him.
Oh John, He is out there, isn't He? He will heal you, isn't that true?"
"Annie;' he said, and drew his last, rattling breath, "you're
asking me?"
I recorded how he looked as a dead man. Look at these
modifiers. I could write a poem. Mom said I was cold and
heretical. She scolded me a lot, her voice loud, angry, betrayed.
She said, "There's more to life than words, Miranda. There's
love."
As you know, we buried him in jeans and a white shirt, the
day after you guys returned from Three Mile. When I saw you
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all, wearing those stupid buttons of his face on your chests, I wanted
to spit in your metaphors. Even Mom hated you for a moment.
She said the buttons were tacky.
Dad's parents came. Did you know that's who they were? His
mother: that tall woman with the greasy face, false lashes, a wig.
His father, the balding guy with the disdainful mouth, smelling
of cigarettes.
After the missionary prayed over Dad's dirt, you led everyone
in "We Shall Overcome:' My mascara ran down both my cheeks
like tar. And when you hugged me and said it was natural to grieve,
I wanted to cling to your beard, to kiss those wild hairs, to love
you until you screamed for mercy.
You had been smoking pot. Did you think I wouldn't know?
You said, "Mortality is the pits." Those are the last words in
this journal.
So here's the thing: I'm offering you all of these last words, in
exchange for my father's face on your lapel. You know what I will
do with the button-what I will do with all of them I can get-and
you know that it's not your business anyway. I want to free him
from your tributes. I want to send his soul beyond memento. I want
him to sail into space, like a tennis ball, to soar into free sunshine,
to fly, where nothing on earth can hold him. This will be my
elegy to John Donne.
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